There was a very strong demand for dental services prior to 1970 because of the high prevalence of dental caries. In the 1970s, there were as many dental graduates from overseas countries registered to practise as there were from Australian dental schools. At that time, the supply of dentists in NSW went from an undersupply to an oversupply in relation to demand from the public; consequently, the Regulations of the Dentists Act 1934 (NSW) were changed to restrict the registration of most overseas-trained dentists. At the same time, the prevalence of dental caries was beginning to decrease as a result of water fluoridation and the introduction of fluoride toothpaste.
With less dental caries to be treated, dentists are now able to provide a wider range of more sophisticated and specialised services to more people. However, it is expected that the ratio of dentists to the population will decline further in the future with the lower numbers graduating from the University of Sydney. 1, 2 There were 3,863 dentists registered in NSW in 1998, or 61.5 dentists per 100,000 population ( Australia, 1994 , indicates that 2,733 dentists (45.2 per 100,000 population) were practising in NSW. Of these, 84 per cent were in the private sector and 15 per cent in the public sector. About 10 per cent (264) of dentists were registered by the Dental Board as specialists, with more than half of these being orthodontists. [1] [2] [3] The number of female dentists in practice in NSW has continued to increase. The majority are employed rather than self-employed, but the proportion of those selfemployed is increasing rapidly. In 1994, female dentists comprised 24 per cent of all dentists aged 30 to 39 years compared with only four per cent of those over 60 years of age. 3 There has always been a higher concentration of dentists in Sydney than in other areas of NSW. In 1994, the number of practising dentists per 100,000 population was 54.8 for Sydney and 29.6 for the rest of the state. 4 The Australian Dental Practice Surveys indicate that practitioners outside of Sydney see more patients than their counterparts in Sydney. 4
DENTAL PROSTHETISTS
Dental prosthetists supply and fit dentures directly to the public and are registered by the Dental Board of NSW. The number of registered prosthetists has increased marginally over the years from 343 in 1987 to 387 in 1998. Dental prosthetists are trained dental technicians who have received additional clinical training through the TAFE college at Redfern (about 10 graduates per year). With limited facilities for training dental prosthetists and the decreasing need and demand for full dentures in NSW, it is expected that their numbers will not increase. As well as private practice, dental prosthetists provide services to government funded denture schemes. 1, 2 
DENTAL THERAPISTS
Dental therapists provide a range of preventive and dental treatment procedures and have been the backbone of school dental services provided by the NSW Health Department. Formerly called school dental nurses, then school dental therapists, there were only a few working with the NSW Health Department prior to Commonwealth funding to subsidise training in the 1970s. Commonwealth funds were later withdrawn, but at one time the NSW Health Department had three training schools and the number of therapists employed by the department in school dental services increased rapidly in the 1970s and 1980s. During the 1990s, dental therapists were able to provide care for a larger number of school children due to the reduction in dental caries, and the introduction of an assessment program (SOKS) enabled their services to reach more children. In 1998, 200 therapists were employed by the NSW Department of Health, and 15 were in their final year at the one remaining training school located at Westmead Hospital. The numbers employed are unlikely to increase. Recent proposals, if approved, would give dental therapists the right to practise under the direct supervision and control of dentists in private practice, and to receive additional training that would allow them to treat adults, both in the government and private sectors. 1,2
DENTAL HYGIENISTS
Dental hygienists work under the direct supervision and prescription of registered dentists to provide a range of oral care services for adults, such as root planing, cleaning and scaling of teeth, and oral health education. They also assist dentists. The absence of a training facility in NSW has limited their numbers. The Dental Board of NSW conducts examinations and lists hygienists who meet the requirements of the Dentists Act 1989 (NSW). There were 42 hygienists in 1988 and this number had increased to 113 by 1998. A number of dental hygienists practising in NSW were trained in South Australia; others received training in the United Kingdom, South Africa and the United States. There is a demand for these staff in both the private and the public sectors. 1,2,5
DENTAL TECHNICIANS
Dental technicians provide laboratory services and manufacture appliances to the prescription of dentists and dental prosthetists. Many are self-employed, but the majority work for commercial dental laboratories. Their numbers have remained fairly constant; 630 were registered under the Dental Technicians Registration Act 1975 (NSW) in 1987 and 621 in 1998. The number graduating from the course offered at TAFE was 23 in 1987 and 30 in 1998. Although their work has become more specialised in recent years, a large increase in their numbers is not anticipated. 1, 2 DENTAL CHAIRSIDE ASSISTANTS Many dental chairside assistants are still trained on the job in both the private and government sectors, but fulland part-time courses are now offered at a number of TAFE colleges. About 300 people enrol and about 100 complete these courses each year in NSW. There is also a Dental Assistants Association Certificate, which is completed by 30 to 40 dental chairside assistants in NSW each year. Chairside assistants also often provide receptionist services for private dental practices. TAFE courses are available for dental health education and for radiography. On completion of the radiography course, chairside assistants can take radiographs. 1,2
THE AUSTRALIAN DENTAL ASSOCIATION
The Australian Dental Association (ADA) carries out regular surveys of dental fees charged by their members in the private practice sector. The results are used by the ADA to negotiate the fixed-fee scale of the Commonwealth Government which is used as the basis for fees charged for work done for Repatriation beneficiaries. They also act as a guide for determining fixed fee scales by state governments. From time to time, the ADA also carries out dental practice surveys to determine the costs of private dental practices and the productivity of dentists in the private and government sectors. For example, in 1997, self-employed general practitioners averaged about 58 patient appointments per week, which was equivalent to 2,550 patient appointments per year with about 2.1 visits each for the 1,200 different patients seen. 4 Many groups in the community, such as the elderly, those living in institutions, the rural disadvantaged, socially disadvantaged, the disabled, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, refugees, and migrants, have special dental needs. To meet these needs, dental services must be expanded and be provided by a more appropriately trained dental health workforce in both the private and government sectors. The NSW Department of Health, universities, and TAFE colleges can provide such training, which should include a focus on population health issues and the needs of special groups.
